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Uneducated: play becomes artwork, artwork becomes play. 
 
Courtney Pedersen 
 
Over the past twenty years the contemporary art world has seen a significant shift in the 
modes and structures of connection between work and its audiences. This shift is termed 
by Irit Rogoff, amongst others, as an ‘educational turn’. The turn has been described as 
the eruption of discussions and investigations, inside and outside of institutions, that 
interrupt the presumed power hierarchies and bureaucratised systems of both art and 
education. The rich promise of this has been the possibility that ‘education here becomes 
the site of a coming-together of the odd and unexpected—shared curiosities, shared 
subjectivities, shared sufferings, and shared passions congregate around the promise of a 
subject, an insight, a creative possibility’ (Rogoff 2008). 
 
Every year, children across Australia in years 3, 5, 7 and 9 sit for their NAPLAN exams. 
These national standardised tests for numeracy and literacy were designed to improve 
national learning outcomes, yet children’s voices are missing regarding the tests’ 
relevance and efficacy. In a study looking at the responses to testing, children were asked 
to draw a picture about their experiences, and over 50% of their visualisations conveyed 
wholly negative experiences (Howell 2012, 9). For many children, now as in the past, 
education is something that is done to them, rather than something they participate in. 
Concerns about this power imbalance and the prescriptive outcomes of regularised 
education have been at the heart of the modern art project since the late nineteenth 
century. Both reformist educators, such as Friedrich Fröbel, John Dewey, Loris 
Malaguzzi and Paulo Freire, and artists from Johannes Itten through to Joseph Beuys and 
more recently, Thomas Hirschhorn and Adelita Husni-Bey, have recognised that creative 
development and self-determination are missing ingredients in an education system 
designed for standardisation. The art world has its own standardisation of course. The 
stages, skills and milestone events of an art career (gallery representation, art fairs, 
openings and vernissage etiquette, critical appreciation) are the NAPLANs of visual art. 
The tension between standardisation and creative self-determination visible in education 
		
is equally at play in the practice of art. Is it any wonder that numerous artists and art 
collectives have recognised and worked with this tension across both fields, incorporating 
radical pedagogical models into their practices? 
 
The ‘educational turn’ in contemporary art has a substantial history. In the 1980s it was 
exemplified by the work of Group Material, the New York collective that used political 
resistance as its central strategy, embracing both the bureaucratic language systems of 
institutions and the subversive power of free education. As Rogoff has suggested, ‘at its 
best, education forms collectivities—many fleeting collectivities that ebb and flow, 
converge and fall apart. These are small ontological communities propelled by desire and 
curiosity, cemented together by the kind of empowerment that comes from intellectual 
challenge’ (Rogoff 2008). Significantly, Group Material members Tim Rollins and Doug 
Ashford were both working as teachers at the same time. As Ashford explains, ‘I was 
also teaching then […] and we often talked about the relationship between how schools 
work now, and how art can reorganize people's sense of their possibilities, culturally and 
intellectually. Group Material worked in a situation that was not unlike a party, a kind of 
perverse classroom’ (Ashford in Cameron 2003, 198). 
 
Opening up the classroom, or enabling learning creatively outside of its confines, is a 
theme that emerges repeatedly in educational reform throughout the twentieth century, in 
examples such as the Montessori Method, Rudolph Steiner Schools, or the Reggio Emilia 
approach. Simon and Tom Bloor’s work responds to the utopian goal of establishing 
public space as a zone of negotiation and learning. Their work can take the form of public 
objects-to-be-destroyed, signifying the creative ‘taking back’ of public space. This means 
that their work has a complicated relationship with the projects proposed by the twentieth 
century. As one critic said of their work, ‘the impossibility of utopia, for the Bloors, is 
embodied in the apparent failure of modernist public sculpture, which just ends up 
defaced, or worse, ignored’ (Fite-Wassilak 2014, 59). Their 2014 project, Planning for 
Play, makes an even more explicit foray into this history, with the development and 
improvisation of play equipment and spaces that respond to the history of active play 
design.  
		
  
A key aspect of Annette Krauss’ Hidden Curriculum project is the exploration of 
physical space by the students in ways that are unexpected or even forbidden. Young 
children quickly learn that areas of their learning environment are ‘out of bounds’ and 
this perception of the forbidden zone remains with them throughout their education, both 
spatially and conceptually. Krauss’ original work with the students of Utrecht’s Gerrit 
Rietveld College and the Amadeus Lyceum in 2007 identified how students negotiated 
the often quite physical structures of power that governed their lives. The essential 
dynamic of this project in its initial incarnation was the horizontal collaboration between 
Krauss, Casco (the Office for Art, Design and Theory, Utrecht) and the students 
themselves. This horizontality remains part of the ongoing Hidden Curriculum project. 
 
That horizontal relationship was fundamental to the establishment of the original Room 
13 in Caol Primary School in Scotland. When Rob Fairley’s original term as an artist-in-
residence at the school came to an end in the 1990s, he suggested that the students 
continue to run their own art studio independently. His teaching at the school had been 
based on the principle that the students were capable of both complex learning as peers 
and the management of their own creative space. They rose to the challenge, funding and 
governing their studio independently. As Rob Fairley explains, Room 13 is distinctly 
different to the standard school art room because the children determine ‘how it's run, 
when it's run, and what happens in it' (Fairley in Cameron, Flanagan and Davie 2003). 
These principles of independent creativity, freedom of movement and self-determination 
led to what Vicky Grube has described in Deleuzian terms as an ethical encounter with 
the other (Grube 2012, 41). She observed that, ‘unrestricted action frees all of the senses 
to glean alternative ways of experiencing the world’ (Grube, 2012, 43). 
 
At its strongest, work that engages with the educational turn fulfils Lucy R. Lippard’s 
description of activist art as a practice whereby ‘...some element of the art takes place in 
the 'outside world', including some teaching and media practice as well as community 
and labor organizing, public political work, and organizing within artist's community’ 
		
(Lippard 1984, 29). By bringing together a number of both international and local 
examples of challenges to the standardisation and stasis of art and education, Kym 
Maxwell’s exhibition, Uneducated reminds us of the activist possibility and framing 
potential of the educational turn. 
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